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Abstract: This paper deals with the cultural challenge of Indo-Malay Archipelago in globalization 
context in remaking cultural identity. The Malayness as an instrument for remaking the shared 
identity of this community in global context refers to origins, language and cultural background and 
the values of Islam that undergoes a dynamic adaptation in global and local contexts. Reconstructing a 
shared language and collective memory as starting point is indeed necessary to fully recount the 
progressive unfolding of identity. The original cultural forms with which a social group came into 
existence set the parameters for its further development. Focusing on the relations between existing 
ethnic identities could only be interpreted with reference to their cultural starting points in past time. 
The formation of ethnic identity is affected by primordial and instrumental factors which reflected in 
narratives, performances and interethnic relation. In global context, the ethnic and foreign languages 
and local tradition already shaped, and would reshape ethnic identity of the people in the Straits of 
Melaka prior to the Western colonialism until global era. The reflection of this combination exists in 
ethno-poetic, language and cultural changes. 
 




THE CULTURAL ROOT OF THE INDO-MALAY COMMUNITY 
 
The topic discussed here is presented to cover the development of ethnological view and its relatively 
strong connection to the study of currently globalization culture phenomena in the Indo-Malay 
Archipelago. Tracing back the root of culture and collective memory of the people who live in the 
Eastern Coast of Sumatra and Malay Peninsula as materials for re-making the identity of Indo-Malay 
community builds a conceptual frame or body of knowledge as foreground of ethnological works. In 
global and local contexts, remaking cultural identity captures the ethno-poetic, language evolution and 
the flows of global culture. The affecting factors would be used as foundation to guide the ethno-
history study and ethnological work in tracing and observing the dynamically culture change that 
already occurred and is occurring in the Straits of Malacca from pre-colonial to colonial and post-
colonial situations or global context.  
 
Working on the linguistically based approach, like what a famous American linguist, Edward Sapir 
has taken an account on the evolution of language and culture, where the local elements have been 
affected by the foreign influences, this paper traces the forms of culture in language use. For Sapir, 
the five classical languages – Chinese, Sanskrit, Arabic, Greek and Latin spread and have been 
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adopted by many of local languages.  The culture of China has an influential power in shaping Japan 
and Korea, and the spreading of Hinduism-Buddhism of India with Sanskrit to Cambodia, Burma and 
Thailand which formed the cultural acculturation in those countries.  Furthermore, Sapir contends: 
“The careful study such loan-words constitutes an interesting commentary on the historical of culture. 
One can almost estimate the role which various peoples have played in the development and spread of 
cultural ideas by taking note of the extent to which their vocabularies have filtered into those of other 
peoples” (Sapir, 1921, p. 93). Rampton (2007, p. 585) recommends the linguistic ethnography seeking 
two objects; the context of communication and internal organization of verbal with semiotics. For 
Rampton, meaning which “takes shape within specific social relations, interactional histories and 
institutional regimes (585)” depend upon context situation. Meaning is “produced and construed by 
agents with expectations and repertoires that have to be grasped ethnographically”. The data of verbal 
organization internally are the keys of understanding its significance and position in the world.    
 
The formation of ethnic identity that Eric Wolf (1984) proposes in Anthropology takes our attention 
when the ethnicity discussed. The creation and abrogation of cultural makers and cultural activities 
are defined by an internal group to see other groups in the process of incorporation (Wolf, 1984). It 
sees identity-making and unmaking as inchoate in the formation of ethnic groups. The process of 
incorporation arranges and rearranges people in a society governs the social relations. The 
anthropological perspective that Wolf uses to look at a plural society views the cultural activities and 
makers as involved in the process of identity formation just as in technological practices and 
performance of rituals (Wolf, 1984, pp. 82-89). In Indo Malay Archipelago, a study of plural society 
classically begins from S. J. Furnivall’s (1956) initiation. Furnivall characterizes pluralism by stating: 
 
“[T]here is a plural society, with different sections of community living side by side, 
but separately, within the same political unit. Even in the economic spheres there is a 
division of labour alongside racial lines. Natives, Chinese, Indians, and Europeans 
all have different functions, and within each major group subsections have particular 
occupations” (Furnivall, 1956, pp. 304-305). 
 
The theories of pluralism and the divisions of ethnic groups, as what Furnivall presented in 
Netherlands India and on which he elaborated in Colonial policy and practice in order to explain the 
nature of ethnicity in colonial societies is relevant for analysing the Southeast Asia. Premdas (1995, p. 
79) further argues that in understanding the interethnic relations in a plural society, it should be noted 
that there is constant competition over the colonial pie that relegates each ethnic group to their own 
respective communal lives, and prevents one group from associating with others. Whenever one tries 
to cross the ethnic boundaries of colonial policy he is regarded, against the exploitative colonial 
system. The divide and rule system, according to Premdas’s summary of pluralism by Furnivall and 
Smith, creates certain ethnic segments in the society. Colonial policy to maintain order creates 
“preferential treatment breeding inter-group jealously and a history of communal resentment” 
(Premdas, 2005, p. 79). Additionally, Chappell’s (1990) study reveals that the colonialism in Fiji, 
New Caledonia and Malaysia has not only created plural societies, but has also systematically 
alienated the indigenous peoples from immigrant groups (171-198). 
 
British colonial has a specific system to divide the immigrants from the native people; ethnic or race- 
based settlements and occupations. The study of immigrants’ relations to native people in British 
colonial of Fiji, Malaysia and New Caledonia that conducted by Chappell reveals the immigrants 
(Chinese and India) do not mix with native people (1990).  From Chappell’s analysis, it shows that the 
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different functions of ethnic groups; the separation of immigrants of China and Indians from natives is 
signed   the ethnic boundaries. Smith (1991 quoted in Malaki, 2001) states that: 
 
“[P]luralism in any mode denotes contexts in which institutionally distinct 
collectivities are incorporated together to form societies. Cultural pluralism obtains 
when universalistic ally incorporated collectivities differ in basic institutions, of the 
private domain, without affecting their members’ status in the societal public domain. 
Social pluralism obtains when institutionally distinct collectivities are incorporated 
consociationally as coordinate segments in the public domain of a common society, 
de facto or de jure. Structural pluralism involves the differential incorporation of 
institutionally distinct collectivities with radically unequal status and rights in the 
common public domain. While cultural pluralism occurs outside of plural societies, 
social and structural pluralism constitute pluralities of diverse types, the segmental 
and hierarchic; and their modes of incorporation, if combined produce such complex 
pluralities” (2001, p. 105). 
 
Pluralism can be analysed from the start of the global expansion of European economy. Based on 
research which analyses pluralism and ethnic identity in the Caribbean under the influence of British, 
Smith’s (1991) theory of pluralism elaborates that the collection of two or more cultural groups live 
mutually, but it entails exclusively segmentation either equivalent or complementary status in a 
society. Smith emphasizes the cultural differences of social groups which seen in public domain and 
the distinctive cultures suggest the incorporation and segregation of ethnic groups. Normally, 
pluralism is used to describe those conditions where different racial and/or ethnic groups are collated 
into a society governed by one administration. These societies are characterized by extreme cultural 
diversity and social cleavage that manifest into ascribed hierarchies of resource and status allocation 
based on ethnicity and race. Therefore, M. G. Smith definition has in large part been consistent for the 
situations in Asian colonial settings with Furnivall’s definition of pluralism. 
 
In the next development, Smith’s conception of pluralism distinguishes societies that institutionalize 
cultural pluralism as social or structural pluralism by segmental or differential incorporation in the 
public domain, and those that do not. This typology addresses two sets of conditions: (1) the cultural 
similarity or diversity of members of a common society, and (2) the modes of their incorporation. 
Smith recognizes the applicability of pluralism’s implication not only to the Western colonial 
experience in Asia, but also to colonial experiences in other parts of the world. Smith believes that 
theories of pluralism can describe the situations in some areas, specifically before universal suffrage 
and decolonization were achieved in Belize, Suriname, Guyana and Trinidad.  
 
 
LINGUISTIC TURN IN THE FORMATION OF ETHNIC IDENTITY 
 
In the late eighteenth-century Germany’s emergence of ethnology as a field was directly affected by 
linguistic initiative of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and it eventually rooted on the myth analysis and 
comparative philology model of Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) to study community and power 
of their languages. It notes historically that the powerful position of language as national identity is 
not only in that past situation of Germany, but also in nation-state (Anderson, 1991). Additionally, in 
American ethnology tradition, Voegelin and Harris (1945), Grimshaw (1981) and Hymes (1972) view 
ethnological work is closely related to ethnic language. It is quite common ethnologists learn and use 
the data of linguistic for interpreting findings and linguists need the extra-linguistic factors that 
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provided by the ethnology to reveal speech behaviour and the meanings of verbal codes in 
communication.  
 
In North American, Hymes (1994) as ethnologist who published many of research reports on ethno-
poetic and ethnography of communication, states that oral tradition among the folks designates 
specific communicative events. It also recommends the notion of oral formulaic in ethnography of 
communication within natives. Hymes explores ethno-poetic as Sociolinguistic materials. The Ethno-
poetic, he assures, one of communication modes of language use in social interaction. Sociolinguistic 
discover the patterns of ethno-poetic for Sociolinguistic data. Moreover, Hymes clearly states: “Oral-
formulaic theory and ethno-poetics are both concerned with composition in the course of 
performance, and with constraints that must be met in doing so. In the epics and other poetry studied 
in terms of oral formulaic theory, the constraint is a metrical line, commonly a sung metrical line. In 
oral narratives the constraint is commonly a relation among lines (Hymes, 1994, p. 330)”. Moreover, 
Bauman and Sherzer (1989) emphasize that language use in natural units of speaking; speech acts, 
events, and situations, depends on genres like narratives, conversations, jokes, and chants.  
 
In Linguistic Anthropology (Duranti, 2001), as discipline that forms the basis of interactional 
linguistics, the inclusion of the transmission and reproduction of culture, the relationship between 
cultural system and different forms of social organization, and the role of material conditions of 
existence in a people’s understanding of the world is obviously observed. For Duranti, an integrated 
component of ethnology and linguistics offers a very wide scientific frame which opens and deepens 
role of linguistic resources and interactional practices either in cross-cultural or diverse 
communication dimensions. In addition, Rampton (2007, p. 588) argues that “the social 
constructionist view that human reality is extensively reproduced and created anew in the socially and 
historically specific activities of everyday life, provided linguists of different persuasions with an 
invigorating sense of the wider social scientific value of their analytic skills”.  
 
 
RE-MAKING IDENTITY OF INDO-MALAY COMMUNITY IN GLOBAL CONTEXT 
 
Briggs (2002) says that “Language  occupied a particularly privileged place in  Boas' efforts to  
demonstrate both  that  human  mental processes are fundamentally the same everywhere  and that  
individual languages and  cultures  shape thought in unique ways; it thus enabled  Boas  to present a  
broad  outline of human universals  and specificities-a model of culture (483)”. Based on this method 
Boas collected a vast amount of first-hand cultural data from Native American tribes in the United 
States. Using detailed ethnographic studies, this method implies that a society is understandable only 
in its own specific cultural context, especially its historical process. Boas did not deny the existence of 
general laws on human behaviour and developed the position that those laws could be discovered 
from the understanding of a specific society. It should bear in mind that in later years Boas became 
sceptical about the possibility of deriving cultural laws because he realized that cultural phenomena 
are too complex. 
 
Meaning is more than human expression and the meanings must be interpreted within cultural 
contexts that dynamically extended or changed. The change in structure of verbal art or repertoire 
exists at many levels. The change might be due to ideology, technology, design, performers, forms 
and styles. Then, Sapir implies the language and cultural changes keep going on in society: 
 
“If the historical changes that take place in a language, if the vast accumulation of 
minute modifications which in time results in the complete remodeling of language, 
Indo Malaya community in glocal context | 15  1  
 
are not in essence identical with the individual variations that we note on every hand 
about us, if these variations are born only to die without a trace, while the equally 
minute, or even minuter, changes that make up the drift are forever imprinted on the 
history of language “(Sapir, 1921, p. 74). 
 
The collection of verbal and performance arts in Sumatra of Indonesia and Malay Peninsula are used 
as corpuses and would combine with principal data of fieldwork for studying the language evolution 
and globalization mode.  In other word, the main goal of this project is to analyse the forms of oral 
tradition and dynamic phenomena of language and cultural changes due to internal adjustment of 
social groups and acculturation process which remodels foreign influences in Sumatra and Malay 
Peninsula. Historically foreign influences have been circling in the Straits of Malacca where the 
cultures and commodities of India Arab and China from pre-colonial until today. The strategic 
position of the Straits of Malacca (Andaya, 2008; Reid, 2001) attracts people from various ethnic 
groups moved to the coastal areas of Sumatra and Malay Peninsula where now the establishment of 
modern urban enclaves (Evers & Korff, 2000). Each ethnic group brought their own culture in 
migration to coastal areas and reproduced their verbal arts for remaking their identities. Here are the 
step of reconstruction the shared Identity of Indo Malay community: 
 
a. Documentation of the structure of verbal and performance arts as well as  cultural identity of 
ethnic groups in Sumatra of Indonesia and Malay Peninsula in pre-colonial period based on 
oral tradition,  language behaviour and social convention. 
b. Documentation of history of culture productions in the evolutionary process of verbal art, 
language and culture during Western colonial period in Sumatra of Indonesia and Malay 
Peninsula as social groups’ data for post-colonial society. 
c. Theorizing the structure of verbal art, language evolution and culture from pre-colonial to 
colonial and globalization periods in Sumatra of Indonesia and Malay Peninsula. 
 
 
CHALLENGES OF GLOBALISATION 
 
Globalisation is uneven trajectory of information technology, economic networks and multicultural 
phenomenon (Sassen, 1998; Pieterse, 2008; Sen, 2006). Departing from the perspective of cultural 
history and anthropology, Pieterse views colonialization plays a vital role in shaping the globalization. 
Pieterse (2008) states: “With this view comes rhetoric of profound western chauvinism and, usually, 
pessimism concerning its course or destiny, which is reflected in somber perspective on global 
cultural relations” (2008, p. 28). For instance, Western colonial in Southeast Asia not only brought 
modernization but also dramatically increased the migrants both from South India and China to the 
Straits of Melaka which contributed to the formation of urban enclaves. Colonial power created plural 
societies in Southeast Asia in which each of ethnic groups lived under Western colonial power but 
they never mixed (Furnivall, 1956), because British Colonial and Netherland Indies regulated urban 
enclaves to accommodate plural societies, like in Penang Malaysia and Medan North Sumatra. People 
interacted within their ethnic groups and also other ones. Globalization transforms cultural patterns in 
urban areas of the Straits of Malacca, like in Medan North Sumatra and Penang Malaysia.  People in 
those two cities represent their ethnic identity and adapt global culture which reflected in urban 
enclaves.  
 
In globalization, Amartya Sen contends:” the sense of extensive identity underlying these concerns 
goes well beyond the borders of nationality, culture, community or religion. It is hard to miss the 
powerfully inclusive idea of belonging that moves so many people to challenge what they see as 
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unfairness that divides the world population (2006, p. 124). Globalization for Hannerz (1987 as 
quoted in Pieterse, 2008) is creolization (criollo) of originally derived from language and linguistics 
approach indicates an odd or hybrid term (Pieterse, 2008, p. 76). Realizing this odd and hybrid 
cultural form, there is a need to conduct a cultural study which deals with the ethnicity and global 
culture in the Straits of Melaka before and after the Western colonial. Specifically, viewing from 
global culture lenses, the historical processes and currently ethnicity and global culture that found in 
urban enclaves of Sumatra and Malaysia are explored thoroughly for obtaining data of the pre-
colonial and colonial as well as global situations. The plural societies that found Sumatra and Malay 
Peninsula represent not only pre-colonial but also colonialization and globalization phenomena. 
 
Ethnic identity is confirmed by a shared language and its collective memory as the privileged medium 
through which social groups were formed and that gave expression to their inner essence.  A shared 
language is constitutive of culture and community the ethnographers have to base their 
characterizations of social groups primarily on an interpretation of language and its cultural 
expressions. In globalization, Scholte finds that the ethnic revivalism and collective identity among 





Different speech communities or social groups of urban enclaves in Sumatra of Indonesia and 
Malaysia Peninsula, and the speech events and acts of social groups are used as the sources of ethno-
poetic, language evolution and global culture data. The forms and the styles of verbal communication 
in spoken interaction and in verbal and performance arts are embedded and enacted to discourses. In 
remaking ethnic identity of people in Sumatra and Malay Peninsula, we should use the Ethno-poetic 
data are used as references to deep bonds between body and mentality as well as unconsciousness and 
consciousness thought of social groups. The cultural contacts among the social groups of urban 
communities in the Straits of Malacca in globalizing situation make possible the cross culture and 
exchange in which the acculturation and adoption of modern European and Anglo-American 
languages or cultures appear in adjusting to global context are explored and interpreted 
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